
Dr. Brant Pitre  The Mass Readings Explained 

Faith Without Works is Dead 
(24th Sunday in Ordinary Time) 

James 2:14-18—Faith Without Works 
14 What does it profit, my brethren, if a man says he has faith but has not works? Can his 
faith save him? 15 If a brother or sister is ill-clad and in lack of daily food, 16 and one of 
you says to them, “Go in peace, be warmed and filled,” without giving them the things 
needed for the body, what does it profit? 17 So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead. 
18 But some one will say, “You have faith and I have works.” Show me your faith apart 
from your works, and I by my works will show you my faith. (James 2:14-18) 

1. Faith: “faith” or “belief” (Greek pistis) in the One God (2:14) 
You believe (Greek pisteuō) that God is one; you do well. Even the demons 
believe—and shudder. (James 2:19) 

2. Works: “works” or “deeds” (Greek erga) (2:14) 
3. Context: “works” of charity—i.e., poverty and hunger of neighbor (2:17) 

The Living Tradition 
Augustine: In the first place, we feel that we should advise the faithful that they would 
endanger the salvation of their souls if they acted on the false assurance that faith alone 
is sufficient for salvation or that they need not perform good works in order to be saved. 
This, in fact, is what some had thought even in the time of the apostles. For at that time 
there were some who did not understand certain rather obscure passages of St. Paul… 
When St. Paul says, therefore, that man is justified by faith and not by the observance of 
the law [Rom 3:28; Gal 2:16], he does not mean that good works are not necessary or that 
it is enough to receive and profess the faith and no more. What he means rather and what 
he wants us to understand is that man can be justified by faith, even though he has not 
previously performed any works of the law. For the works of the law are meritorious not 
before but after justification… As we said above, this opinion originated at the time of the 
apostles, and that is why we find some of them, for example, Peter, John, James, and 
Jude writing against it in their epistles and asserting very strongly that faith is no good 
without works. And as regards Paul himself, he does not say that any faith in God is good, 
but he says clearly that faith is good and in conformity with the teaching of the gospel 
which results in works of love: “and faith,” he says, “that works by charity” [Gal 5:6]. 
(Augustine, On Faith and Works 21; trans. Gregory J. Lombardo) 

Bede: Since the apostle Paul, preaching that “man is made righteous by faith without 
works” (Roma 3:28), was not well understood by those who took this saying to mean that 
when they had once believed in Christ, even though they might commit evils and live 
wickedly and basely, they could by saved by faith, [James] explains how the passage of 
the apostle Paul ought to be understood to have the same meaning as this letter. (Bede, 
Commentary on the Seven Catholic Epistles, on James 2:20-21; trans. D. Hurst) 
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John Chrysostom: It is impossible, though we perform ten thousand other good deeds, to 
enter the portals of the kingdom without almsgiving. (John Chrysostom, Homilies on 
John 23; trans. Gary Anderson). 
 
 

Questions for Discussion and Reflection (24th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year B)  

1. Why are “works” necessary for salvation? Why isn’t “faith alone” sufficient? In 
context, what kind of “faith” is James talking about? In context, what kind of “works” is 
James talking about?  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